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The place through which he made his way at leisure, was one of those
receptacles for old and various things which seem to crouch in odd
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corners of this town, and to hide their musty treasures from the public
eye in jealousy and distrust. There were suits of mail standing like
ghosts in armour, here and there ; fantastic carvings brought from monk-
ish cloisters ; rusty weapons of various kinds ; distorted figures in china,
and wood, and iron, and ivory ; tapestry, and strange furniture that might
have been designed in dreams. The haggard aspect of the little old man
was wonderfully suited to the place ; he might have groped among old
churches, and tombs, and deserted houses, and gathered all the spoils
with his own hands. There was nothing in the whole collection but was
in keeping with himself ; nothing that looked older or more worn than he.
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‘I am no gambler,’ cried the old man fiercely. ‘I call Heaven to witness
that I never played for gain of mine, or love of play ; that at every piece I
staked, I whispered to myself that orphan’s name and called on Heaven to
bless the venture ;?which it never did. Whom did it prosper? Who were
those with whom I played? Men who lived by plunder, profligacy, and
riot ; squandering their gold in doing ill, and propagating vice and evil. My
winnings would have been from them, my winnings would have been be-
stowed to the last farthing on a young sinless child whose life they would
have sweetened and made happy. What would they have contracted? The
means of corruption, wretchedness, and misery. Who would not have
hoped in such a case? Tell me that ! Who would not have hoped as I
did?’ ?74?
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‘Don’t you feel how naughty it is of you,’ resumed Miss Monflathers,
‘to be a wax-work child, when you might have the proud consciousness of
assisting, to the extent of your infant powers, the manufactures of your
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country ; of improving your mind by the constant contemplation of the
stream-engine ; and of earning a comfortable and independent subsistence
of from two-and-nine pence to three shillings per week? Don’t you know
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The Holiness and the Vulgarity
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YOSHIDA Kazuho
The Old Curiosity Shop ?1841? has been rated as both the best and the
worst of Dickens’s novels, but no matter the verdict the novel almost always
receives critical consideration. It has provoked strong reactions from its first
appearance to the present. The idea for the story came to Dickens when he
was visiting Walter Savage Landor in March 1840, and the old poet became
one of young Nell’s greatest admirers, suggesting that the “divine Nelly” was
the best creation since Shakespeare’s Cordelia. The story had its detractors
as well ; Edward Fitzgerald condemned “Boz’s sham pathos,” and the Irish
politician Daniel O’Connell threw the book out of the train window in indigna-
tion when he realized Nell was going to die. Most of Dickens’s contemporar-
ies, whether sophisticated readers or part of his broad popular audience, were
deeply moved by the book. American readers are said to have gathered on the
pier in New York as the ship arrived with the nest serial installment to ask,
“Is Little Nell dead?”
Many later critics have been less kind : it has been not well-received by
them. Oscar Wilde is said to have quipped, “One must have a heart of stone
to read the death of Little Nell without laughing,” and Aldous Huxley chose
Little Nell as a prime example of “vulgarity in literature”; her suffering, he
claimed, lacked a context to give it significance. As a result it became merely
bathetic sentimentality. Although many contemporary critics continue to con-
demn the novel as overwritten and sentimental, others find significant alle-
gory and a probing critique of Victorian culture in Nell’s story. At the
beginning of the nineteenth century, cruel industrial managers worked women
The Old Curiosity Shop???????????
? ????
and children very hard. Nell’s escape reflects the condition that such a rough
treatment was done under an unspoken agreement.
The purpose of this paper is to show the symbolic meaning of the death of
Little Nell in The Old Curiosity Shop by considering the novel from the view-
point of the pilgrimage of the old man and the child. Nell leaves the house of
London with her grandfather to escape from the menace of the grotesqueness
of Quilp, a moneylender, but she cannot be released from her difficulties ; the
old man cannot overcome the temptation to gamble without the help of Nell
and she has to go through Birmingham as an industrial city. Nell as a victim
of the old man overlaps with the image of Victorian children as victims of
adult, especially those who worked in mines and factories. Dickens not only
created ‘the image of the child coming home to heaven’ by using a bird as a
metaphor of celestial soul and emphasizing the death of Nell in the Victorian
age, but also showed the importance of reliance on God.
